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Colonie Suisse
Crystal City - Festus, Missouri
August 3, 1890

The above photograph of Swiss immigrants to the United States is from the family history
archives of Leonard Closuit of Martigny, Valais, Switzerland. Paul Closuit, a 19th century
immigrant to the United States from Martigny is shown in the top row, holding the Swiss flag.
Other Valaisans are also included in the picture.
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I.

OUR AMERICAN COUSINS

Alexandre and Christophe Carron

In the article which follows, Alexandre and Christophe Carron, uncle
and nephew, of Fully, Canton Valais, tell of their own adventure in
discovering and writing about the Valaisans' immigration to North an~
South America. They have published two books, with a third under
way, under the series title, Our American Cousins
(Sierre,
Switzerland: Edition Monographic).

Volume I (1986) presents the problem of the Valaisan emigration of the
nineteenth century. It describes diverse expeditions to Algeria and
Argentina, in addition to the founding and history of the Valaisan
colony of San Jose in Argentina. Volume Il (1991) covers the
colonization of the Argentine provinces of Santa Fe, Rio Negro,
Buenos Aires, as well as the colonization of Brazil and Chile. Volume
ill, which is in preparation, will feature Valaisan emigration to North
America.

Throughout the nineteenth century, Valais, like other European areas,
experienced a significant wave of emigration. Scarcity of land, growing population,
and economic pressure affected an increasing number of the canton's families. In
search of better living conditions and better futures for their children, our compatriots
responded to North and South American solicitations for immigrants. Great spaces
were ready to till, to conquer, to cultivate; and a prosperous future was guaranteed
to brave colonists.
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Over a period of several generations, more than 20,000 Valaisans joined their
compatriots, who left the old world for the Argentine fields, for the forests of Brazil
and Chile, and for the expanse of the United States.

Then the flow stopped as

economic conditions improved and the growth of modem Valais mobilized available
domestic resources. The phenomenon of mass emigration ceased. Sustained growth
slowly diminished the memory of the past and contacts between cousins on either side
of the ocean weakened. For immigrants, thoughts and memories of the Old World
diminished.

Remembrance of Emigrant Stories

It was during this later growth environment that the elder Alexandre Carron,
working in his vineyard with his son, retold the stories of his contemporaries'
departures for America, and stories of those he had heard spoken of in conversation.
These emotional histories and dramas touched the younger Carron so much that he
promised to learn more-about the fortune of his former countrymen. Interviews, trips,
and research helped to create a large database of documents and information. My
uncle's passion in tum stimulated my study of history of that time period, and together
we embarked on a significant study that led to many discoveries about the varying
conditions of comitries in the New World.

During the 1980s, Valaisan emigration was poorly understood within the
canton, consisting mainly of the collective memory of those who stayed behind. A
few books continued to make allusions to the emigration phenomenon. Wanting to
return to the emigration story the valor and courage that it merited in history, we
began to write down the first chapters of a piece of work that we thought would be
around 150 pages. But, with each meeting and discovery, the surprise and the volume
of the data grew. We put together a tome of about 300 pages that required a second
volume of 400 pages.

A third book was later designed exclusively for Valaisan

emigration to North America. Today we are beginning to realize this third book
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thanks to the remarkable research of the U.S. and Canada by Jean-Paul Roduit. He
has traced a great number of descendants from Valaisan emigrants and has been able
to reconstruct the emigrants' destinies, thus saving their stories from the erasure of
time.

The Concept of "Our American Cousins"

The work that we have begun on the history of emigration is not an abstract
scientific study.

Yet without ignoring the analytical aspect, it gives the reader a

sense of the human epic experienced by their compatriots abroad. It describes their
migrations, their trials and tribulations, their dreams. This story proposes to retell
their adventures, putting this aspect first. It makes real people the heros, the men and
women whose merciless fortunes sometimes crushed them, but who more often
overcame their limited resources to master the new physical--moral and spiritual
obstacles..;-foreseen and unforseen of.their new existence.

The two books already written establish the panorama of Valaisan emigration
to South America and their dispersion once there. The books expose the conditions
of the time and identify trends that future historians can follow. Various specialists
have enhanced the work with their studies. This has added the necessary detail to
complete the sketch drawn by our work.

·F or our part, .we feel that we have cleared the way, similar to the pioneers who
cleared rough lands to leave cultivatable and workable lands for posterity. In the
same way that the colonists were armed with the skills of their trade, our database has
a similar quality. Through the years it has come to fill a dozen boxes. In these
boxes are stored travel journals, hundreds of letters from descendant families,
photographs, and papers and notes with an address here, a date there, or a name,
reference, trip contracts, colonization contracts, transport documents, sales receipts,
diplomas, passports, birth and death certificates, newspaper clippings, stories of visits,
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inspection reports of the colonies, memoirs, "gold books," propaganda articles by the
agencies of emigration, various files, photocopies of cantonal, community and parish
registers, circulars from the time, brochures, stories, anecdotes, prayers, poems,
songs, books--resources gathered from descendants of the emigrants.

A Testimony to Courage

The aforementioned material constitutes the base from which we have written
the history of our American cousins and traced the destinies of their families. From
this group, we have renewed life and given spirit to an historical experience almost
swallowed up by time.

We like the people who have come out from under the shadow of history.
Through all their strengths and weaknesses, their humanity, their tragedy and success,
we feel a bond with those whose paths we have traced. This amity comes from
natural goodwill to fellow humans, and from admiration for the human spirit that
refused to die and accepted the risks of a life chosen because of great ambitions. It
is for this reason that, beyond the story of Valaisan emigration, our book represents
the stories of the Valaisan emigrants. More than the analysis it presents, it is an
adventure story.
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